








Why adolescent girls play basketball in Australian and Japanese clubs






Large-scale quantitative studies are useful for identifying patterns in youth sport participation can obfuscate the complexity of participation (see, White & McTeer, 2012) and the ways in which social and cultural settings shape experience and learning (Light, 2008). The complexity of learning cannot be captured without paying close attention to the context within which it takes place (Vors & Kirk, 2016). As Vors and Kirk (2016) point out, research that does inquire into the detailed nature of participation often focuses on the detail of immediate physical conditions and the people involved but at the expense of paying attention to the influence of larger, but less obvious, social and cultural conditions (see, Bengoechea & Johnson, 2001; Kirk & Macphail 2003; Light & Lémonie, 2010). Some large-scale studies have considered sociological and cultural differences but are unable to pay close attention to how these conditions are manifested in the nature of young people’s experiences of participation due to the sample size they work with (see, Lau, Cheung & Ransdell, 2007; Weinberg et al., 2000). 
     This article redresses what we, and others (see, Vors & Kirk, 2016), see as a gap in the literature by reporting on a close-focus study on the subjective experiences of girls aged thirteen to sixteen years in a Japanese and Australian basketball club with a focus on why they continued in basketball at an age when many cease playing organized sport, which often involves transitioning into sport as leisure (12) (Fraser-Thomas, Côté & Deakin, 2008). Conducting the study in two culturally and socially different settings allowed for the identification of two themes common to both sites despite these differences while also identifying variations shaped by context. It offers the opportunity of using Japan as a non-Western reference point to highlight the influence of culture. The two strong themes to emerge were: (1) peer relationships within the team and (2) having a sense of learning and improvement for making basketball positive for them. 

Adolescent girls’ participation in sport
(12) Learning new skills, improving self-esteem and developing social networks are factors that can make sport positive for teenage girls with family and peer support also contributing to their decisions about beginning sport and staying with it (see, Flintoff & Scratton, 2003). This is of particular importance when changing schools due to the disruption that this can create and the threat that it can pose to participation in sport during a period of increasing complexity in their lives from around age thirteen (Coakley & White, 1992; Olds, Dollman & Maher, 2009). Tensions between the positive experience of being physically active and concerns about perceptions of their femininity add to the complexity of adolescent girls’ participation in sport (Allender, Cowburn & Foster 2006) with the resilient belief that there are health risks for women participating in sport and other myths about female participation in sport continuing to contribute to lower levels of participation for girls and influencing the nature of their participation (Chandler, Cronin & Vamplew, 2007; Grappendorf, 2011). 
     Youth sport research conducted from a psychological perspective tends to focus on individual factors at the expense of the socio-cultural environment with little interest shown in the influence of context within this literature. This is most evident in the use of ecological models (Bronfenbrenner, 1992) that identify and account for multiple inﬂuences on participation in sport and physical activity among adolescents (Eime, Payne, Casey & Harvey, 2010). This, and research conducted from a socio-cultural perspective, suggest how socio-economic and socio-cultural conditions can influence girls’ participation in sport (see, Kirk & Macphail, 2003; Scheerder, Taks & Lagae, 2007). 
    While we recognize that declining numbers of adolescents playing organized sport is more a case of transitioning to non organized sport or leisure activities the research on youth sport participation commonly uses the term ‘dropout’. It suggests similarities and differences between boys’ and girls’ reasons for withdrawal such as in Butcher, Lindner and Johns’ (2002) research on tenth-graders that identified the same top three reasons for dropping out among girls and boys, which were, (1) not enjoying the sport, (2) wanting more time for non-sport activities, and (3) competition for time and energy from other sports. However, there were differences in their rating of the next three most important reasons with girls more likely than boys to believe that they were not good enough, to feel performance pressure, and to want more time to study. As Butcher and colleagues’ study and others suggest, enjoyment and positive social interaction are central young people’s decisions to remain in sport or to drop out for boys and girls (see, Butcher, et al., 2002; Light, Harvey & Mermmert, 2013; Sabo & Veliz, 2008). 
     Overtraining at an early age has also been identified as a factor contributing to a lack of enjoyment and meaning of sport for adolescents. For example, a study on competitive swimming identified early specialization and the greater training intensity associated with it as the main cause of drop out (Fraser-Thomas, Côté & Deakin, 2008). Low perceptions of their own competence and poor social relationships can also discourage children from continuing in sport (Ullrich-French & Smith, 2006) with research suggesting that girls value the quality of friendships and show more self-determined motivation for playing than boys do (Ullrich-French & Smith, 2006).


Cultures of sport in Japan and Australia
Australia
From the second half of the eighteenth century sport has played a significant part in the development of Australian culture and national identity with Cashman (1995) describing Australia as a “Sporting Paradise’. There are few countries in which sport forms such a pervasive aspect of culture as it does in Australia where it has played a central role in the development of a collective sense of identity, pride and a sense of self (Stoddart, 1986). This is dramatically reflected in the results of a national survey in which respondents reported that seven out of the ten most inspirational moments for them were sport related (Stewart, Nicholson, Smith & Westerbeek, 2004). In Australia sport is accessible for children and young people through schools and community-based clubs. This is also the case in the UK and other former British colonies such as New Zealand and Canada but is different to the USA and Japan where sport is embedded in educational institutions. 
      Australians have long taken a competitive approach to sport with victories in cricket over English teams from the 1873-74 season in Australia playing an important part in the colonies’ confidence of developing into an independent nation within what was seen as a threatening natural environment (Stoddart, 1986). With the exception of the more exclusive private schools, the club system offers a more effective pathway for aspiring young athletes such as the girls in this study and a more competitive environment than schools (see, Light, 2012). The girls in this study were in a very large and successful basketball club and had grown up playing in the competitive club system and with aspirations of success formed as young girls.
Japan
Sport in contemporary Japan arose from Western influence in the late nineteenth century with the exception of sumo which was developed as a sport during the eighteenth century (Light & Kinnaird, 2002). After initial fascination with Western sport the Meiji leaders (1868-1912) used sport to embody preferred culture of the samurai classes as the culture of all Japanese to retain social cohesion during a time of radical change, which included the development of budo (martial arts) as a sport and a way of explicitly developing particular moral values from the bujutsu of the pre-Meiji samurai classes (Roden, 1980). Since the late nineteenth century sport in Japan has had a long history as a vehicle for the reproduction of dominant culture within institutions of education (see, Cave, 2004; Light, 1999; McDonald, 2004).

 Despite the emergence of some community-based and commercial sports clubs in Japan over the past decade or so young people’s access to sport in Japan is largely limited to extra-curricula clubs in schools called bukatsudō (see, van Ommen, 2015). These clubs provide experiences of intense and meaningful relationships with demands for disciplined commitment as traditionally valued cultural traits (Cave, 2004). They also foster the development of amae as a cultural concept that is central to “getting along” in Japanese society and developing and maintaining harmonious relationships (Davies & Ikero, 2002; Doi, 1973). Like many cultural concepts amae cannot be adequately translated in English or any other European language but refers to “depending on the benevolence of others” (Davies & Ikero) with this dependence upon the good will of others extending well into adult life (Doi). In familiar settings such as a bukatsudō the individual seeks binding relationships that allow him/her to presume familiarity and seek the good will of others in the group (Doi). 
      Participation in sport and cultural activities through bukatsudō thus forms part of a process of socialization into the hierarchical, self-disciplined nature of Japanese society through the hidden, cultural curriculum (Miller, 2013; Singleton, 1993). This includes learning the importance of senpai (senior) and kohai (junior) relationships as part of the strong emphasis placed on vertical relationships in Japan (see, Davies & Ikeno, 2002) that is reflected in the marked differences in language used to communicate upward or downward. For example, when speaking to a person in a senior position the speaker uses honorific language (keigo) within which there are three types used according to the relationship between the speaker and the listener. The senpai-kohai relationship is of particular importance in sport teams (see, Davies & Ikeno, 2002; Light, 1999; McDonald, 2004). In school or university sports teams there is no individual award given such as ‘best and fairest’ or MVP (Most valuable player) because of the emphasis on the team as a whole and the need for the individual to suppress individual desire for the sake of the team (Light, 2008) as an aspect of group consciousness (shudan ishiki)

Methodology
This study adopted grounded theory methodology comprised two studies that inquired into what made being in a basketball team positive for girls aged 13-16 in Australian and Japanese basketball clubs. They were conducted separately with the first author conducting the Australian study and the second author conducting the study in Japan. The first author lived for an extended period of time in Japan, returns on an annual basis and speaks Japanese. Findings were then compared and contrasted to identify two strong common themes but within which there were variations shaped by institutional and broader culture. 




The study was conducted in a large community-based basketball club in Melbourne referred to using the pseudonym, The Melbourne Club and in a school-based basketball club (bukatsudō) located in a all girls private school in Tokyo that is referred to using the pseudonym, The Tokyo Club. Both studies focused on six participants in one, under 16 year’s team within the respective club. 

The participants and selection
Invitations to participate were sent out with a questionnaire to all girls aged 13-16 at both clubs. One team was then chosen at random from the under 16 teams within which the parents of at least six girls had agreed to their daughter’s participation in the study. The six girls in each team were selected at random. Both studies had ethical clearance from the relevant universities in Australia and Japan.

The grounded theory process 
Data generation began at both sites with a 15 item questionnaire distributed to all girls in the respective club aged 13 to 16 used to provide backround information and to develop questions for the first of three rounds of semi-structured interviews through open/initial coding. We then moved to closed/ficused coding through line-by-line reading to identify incidents and ideas as empirical data to generate codes that fitted with our line of inquiry and develop them into categories through the use ongoing use of memoing and the constant comparison of data. To move from descriptive level codes to conceptual level codes we continued to use memoing and constant comparison as well as theoertical sampling. This guided the development of emeging theory by seeing if data supported emerging categories. We used constant comparison in the three ways suggested by Holten (2007) to compare: (1) incidents/ideas to other incidents/ideas, (2) emerging concepts to more incients/ideas and (3) emergent concepts to each other as well as comparing the concepts and theories we had developed at both sites. 
      Our theorteical sampling involved deciding what data to generate next and how to generate it in a way that would facilitate continuing the development of emerging theory which meant that data generation was guided by emerging theory. Core concepts emerged though repetitive coding that produced the properties of each category but we ceased when we had reached theoretical stauration. This is the point at which we could not develop any more properties or dimensions within the relevant concept and which provides the conceptual density to lift descriptive theory to abstract theory. We then drew on the relavant literature to further develop and refine the theories we had developed and to achive theoretical integration. 




At both sites relationships with team mates emerged as the most rewarding and positive aspect of being in the team for the participants. They valued relationships with their team mates, caring for others and feeling cared for and enjoyed a strong sense of belonging and relatedness while prioritizing the team over their individual needs and desires. This aligns with the literature on adolescent girls’ participation in sport (see, Fry & Gano-Overway, 2010; Ullrich-French & Smith, 2006) but there were significant differences in the meaning and nature of these peer relationships between the two sites that were related to their socio-cultural and institutional contexts. 
     The Melbourne club. Four of the Australian girls joined the club because of the quality of coaching it offered and its record of success in competition. Five of them had long-term goals in basketball with four aspiring to use basketball to gain entry into university through the American college sports system (NCAA-National College Athletics Association). Four of these five girls were academically successful and focused on succeeding in both basketball and school. In Australia the community based club sports system provides open access to most sports and provides pathways to the highest levels of achievement in sport (see, Stewart, 2004). While many countries such as New Zealand, the UK and Canada have similar systems it is very different to sport based in schools and universities such as in the US and Japan (see, Stewart, 2004).  
          The girls in this team enjoyed being under pressure in competition games and in practice games. This was not only because of how it developed them as individual players but more because of how it intensified relationships between the players and bonded them as a team. The intimate relationships between the players as part of the team formed the most powerful theme in analysis of what made basketball so enjoyable and meaningful for them:
We have the bonds like sisters do. We just connect so well. So many people say we are the best team they’ve ever seen but they don’t see what’s off the court, they just see what’s on the court. On the court we’re great, even off the court we’re just so together. (Interview, Beth) 
There was a very strong sense of belonging among the girls and of connections between them that some research on sport refers to as ‘relatedness’ (see, Sarrazin et al., 2002).  All the girls talked about friends, belonging in the team and the place of the team in their social life but this relatedness was located within the larger community of the club: 
…our younger sisters play together in the same club. We all stick together. We all think the same way and help each other out. If somebody is down some one will pull them up – in a game or at practice or anywhere and I think that is a pretty good thing. (Interview, Bree).
The Tokyo Club. Access to competitive sport in Japan for young people is generally limited to school-based culture and sport clubs known as bukatsdō that were set up in post Pacific War Japan. Bukatsdō have an institutional history, culture and educational function that shaped the experiences of the girls in this study. Relationships within the team and the importance of being part of it as a collective were central to their enjoyment of basketball and the meaning that being in the team held for them. Friends most influenced the decisions of three girls to join the club. Reiko and Sachi joined due to the encouragement of friends already playing in the club and Junko joined because basketball was the most popular sport for girls in the school with many of her friends already in the club. 
      The best thing about being in the team for all the girls was having good relationships between members of the team and team harmony (wa): ‘The best thing in this team is to have strong friendship’ (Interview, Jyuri). This links to the importance of having a caring environment for providing positive experiences of sport suggested in the literature (see, Fernandez-Balboa, 2011; Fry & Gano-Overway, 2010) but also hints at the importance of dependence in familiar groups in Japan (see, Doi 1971). They all valued being part of a social group that provided support and encouragement and felt that they shared a strong, common feeling of belonging, relatedness, commitment, purpose and responsibility in the team (see, Light & Yasaki, 2016). While reflecting some gender-specific characteristics of their experience (see, Flintoff & Scratton, 2003) this also suggests the cultural learning promoted in bukatsudō in the form of shudan ishiki (group consciousness or belongingness) that underpins education in Japan (Cave, 2004; Singleton, 1993). The binding relationships of the team also fostered amae (dependence upon the benevolence of others) as a cultural concept central to understanding the Japanese personality structure and the development of harmonious relationships in Japan. That were important to the girls: ‘I always consider my teammates, which is the key to getting on with them very well. I think that (this year) we developed strong friendships and relationship between us all in our team.’ (Interview, Reiko)
    As the study progressed evidence of tensions emerged that suggested some contradictions between the goal of team harmony and a common sense of purpose and their experiences of it but it remained the most important factor contributing to their engagement in basketball. In bukatsudō there is a strong hierarchical relationship (joge kanke) between seniors (sempai) and juniors (kohai) that provides a social structure for behaviour (Cave, 2004; McDonald, 2004; van Ommen, 2015). In most cultural and sports clubs first year students must show respect for their seniors and perform menial and demanding tasks to reinforce their low status in the club (see, Light, 1999). They then work their way up to the senior position of sempai, year-by-year during which they experience the hierarchical structure of the society and the workplace as a form of learning for life. The participants were restrained in their expression of discomfort or disappointment but it was evident in a number of interviews: ‘I am not sure that we have a strong friendship but I think that we have tried to get on with teammates together based on valuing relationship between older (sempai) and younger (kohai) teammates’ (Interview, Junko). 
     This tension seemed to arise from some girls not fitting so well into the hierarchical structures typically found in school sports clubs and which can create stress for many students (van Ommen, 2015). Three girls were also unhappy with teammates being self-assertive (jiko shuchō) and selfish (wagamama) because of how they felt this interfered with team harmony: ‘It is annoying when some girls are self-assertive because it disrupts the harmony of the team’ (Interview, Junko). Chika expressed discomfort with players who were too self-assertive because she felt that it disrupted the harmony of the team. She was disappointed that they could not demonstrate the self-control required to fit into a harmonious social group:
It is important for us to suppress self-assertion sometimes. Although, at the same time, we may not like that, this has to be done so that we get on with each other and develop the strong friendships needed in the team. (Interview, Chika)

Learning and improving
The Melbourne club. Having a sense of constant improvement on a week-by-week basis, over the season and over their years of involvement in basketball made a strong contribution toward the Australian girls’ enjoyment of basketball and the meaning it had for them. This occurred at both and individual level and at a collective level in terms of how the team was improving and how their improvement contributed to it.
     At an individual level there are many opportunities to achieve explicit success within a single competition game, over the season and over the decade that some of the girls had been playing basketball for. All six girls were competitive. Five had clear long-term goals and they all outlined their achievements in basketball as markers of constant improvement. These included being selected in and/or captaining the state team or being in a team that won the national championships as was the case for some of the girls in this study. During interviews three of the girls said that they saw these achievements as ‘pay off’ for consistent effort (Lee, Carter & Xiang, 1995). 
     Five girls articulated clear long-term goals in basketball that involved playing at high levels but the way in which basketball figured in their plans for the future did not seem to provide significant motivation or meaning for them. Instead, it seemed to provide direction and a framework for achieving more immediate improvement and making learning more relevant. Laura was the only one prepared to compromise her academic results to realize her long-term basketball goals with Tayla not seeing basketball figuring in her future and wanting to be a lawyer. However, they were all well aware of where they were in basketball at fourteen and fifteen years of age, what they had invested to get there, and what it was going to take to achieve their short-term and long-term ambitions:
I haven’t made a big team yet and I want to go and play for Victoria in the championship whether it is under-20 or whatever, I want to go and play for Australia and if I give up now I wouldn’t achieve what I want to get from basketball. (Interview, Britt)
Although they spoke about their own development and achievement it was related to the team. In these discussions they emphasized the satisfaction gained from improvement earned through hard work, commitment, sacrifice and being put under pressure as a team over the season or in specific games that had been particularly tight. All of them nominated intensity as the most important factor required to make training and playing meaningful as Karen explains: ‘I like the intensity in training because it keeps you on the edge and keeps you focused on being your best and is never boring because you have to focus and do your best all the time’ (Interview, Karen). Their love of intensity in training and playing competition games was tied into the social aspect of being in the team and club with commitment to the team and maximum effort at training and on Friday nights a strong common theme:
What I like (about this team) is when everyone comes to training they are prepared to go hard out there. If someone doesn’t do it, it should be like you are not improving for the team and you never want to leave anything out there because the team is training out there and it’s training hard and you are part of that team even if the girls are injured. (Interview, Beth).
Winning was very important to these girls and was nominated by many of them as one the most enjoyable aspects of being in the team but not just because they won. It was more because of how the collective effort intensified them as a single entity. They enjoyed how the pressure on them promoted more unity of purpose in the team because this was seen by them to be the only way to be their best ‘as a team’. This is suggested in Britt’s recollection of a tough game the week before the interview: ‘…sometimes when we are under a lot of pressure it like forces us to connect and the communication between us just happens and sometimes you can think, “how did that happen?’”. Winning games was important for them but it was the tight games that produced a unified team effort that they valued most:
I like winning but when you win by a lot it is not interesting. When you are really pushed to win and you all put in to get a win it is really satisfying. Winning a close game because we all worked hard as a team is the best. (Interview, Karen)
It was the nature of these victories as a collective response to pressure in tight games that made it so satisfying and meaningful for them. When asked what had been the most enjoyable aspect of playing basketball from when she first started Bree said it was: ‘Seeing yourself improve, I think it is definitely. Or the hard work that you’ve put in it coming out’ (Interview, Bree).
The Tokyo Club. The Japanese girls said that they took individual responsibility for self-improvement to improve their contribution to the team effort: ‘My goal for my future is to become a good player who contributes to (the team winning) games so I think that I have to practise my basketball skill’ (Interview, Sachi). The all spoke positively about the skills they had learned and the techniques or areas of their game that they felt they needed to work on as individuals to make an appropriate contribution to the team. Junko set herself the goal of participating in the prefectural high school championship as members of her team with Jyuri wanting to win a prefectural high school championship. 
      Four of the girls said that they noticed a considerable improvement in their skill and performance over the season and were happy about the contribution they were making to the team. They set themselves short-term goals in terms of their contribution to the team but none of them offered substantial long-term goals related to achievement in basketball.  Despite this they enjoyed feeling like they were improving with setting and approaching, or achieving, short-term goals contributing to their enjoyment of basketball as part of the team.
      All the Japanese girls wanted to enter prestigious universities and had no plans for basketball featuring in their futures beyond being a hobby. For the Japanese girls basketball would, at best, only feature in their lives beyond school as an occasional, recreational activity where they could enjoy practice without getting too serious. 

Discussion
The importance of peer relationships and having a sense of learning and improving identified in this study supports much of the literature on youth sport participation but the study also identified the influence of culture at both sites. At both sites relationships with teammates and other people in the club contributed most to their enjoyment of being in the team and making it meaningful for them, which is something that research suggests is valued by adolescent girls in sport more broadly (see, Weiss & Smith, 2002). In sports clubs and other physical activity contexts peer relationships have been linked to establishing a sense of physical competence and positive affective outcomes for boys and girls (Smith, 2003) with positive perceptions of peer relationships also having a positive effect upon motivation and enjoyment that is more marked with girls and women (Ullrich-French & Smith, 2006; Flintoff & Scratton, 2003; Weiss & Smith, 2002) but the differences in cultural and social context between the two sites highlighted the influence of culture on enjoyment.
     The Australian girls emphasized the strength of their relationships forged in the heat of battle on the basketball court and under pressure at practice but were focused on winning as a team and developing individual careers after leaving school. Their enjoyment of peer relationships was strongly driven by individual and collective competitive urges shaped by the culture of Australian sport. The Japanese girls’ enjoyment of peer relationships was largely due to their experiences of being in a functioning social group and the implicit learning emerging from membership in the group and strongly influenced by the cultural learning that Japanese schools and bukatsudō aim to promote (Cave, 2004). 
      The importance of young people feeling that they are learning and improving for enjoyment of sport is a common theme in the literature (see, Jackobsson, Lundvall & Redelius, 2014) but, again, was significantly shaped by culture at both sites. The Melbourne girls had clearly articulated long term individual goals in basketball and short term collective goals as a team, both of which were influenced by Australian sporting culture and the particular competitive culture of their basketball club. The bonds they valued so much arose from having to work together for the common goal of having the team wins games. Like the Australian girls, the Japanese girls talked about enjoying personal improvement but only in terms of how it contributed to the performance of the team as a whole. They worked on individual technique and skill to contribute to the team as a social group with an emphasis on attention to detail and perfecting skills that is a culturally valued trait in Japan (Miyamoto, 1994) and part of the cultural learning promoted in bukatsudō (Cave, 2004).
     At the Melbourne Club relationships and personal improvement were driven by and emphasis on competition at a an individual and institutional level while at the Tokyo club individual and team performance were driven by relationships and the desire to be in a well-functioning group.
     
Context and experience
Culture exerted a powerful influence upon the participants’ experiences of basketball at both sites but Dewey’s work on experience and learning (see, Dewey, 1938) suggests we need to be careful about separating context, experience and the agent/organism. According to Dewey (1939), all experience involves an, ‘interaction of environing conditions and an organism’ (p.544).  For him the true environment is not what surrounds the agent but, instead, that with which the agent or organism interacts. Other work conducted from a sociological perspective also emphasizes the role of context or structure in shaping experience and development through participation in practice. The concept of situated learning (see, Lave & Wenger, 1991) and other situated approaches (see, Suchman, 2007) also emphasise implicit learning through participation in practice as shaped by context. This also evident in sociological perspectives on experience such as that of Bourdieu (see, 1990) with practice mediating between habitus and field or sub-field. 

Conclusion
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